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DETAILED ACTION 

Claim Objections 

1 . Claim 30 is objected to under 37 CFR 1 .75(c), as being of improper dependent 
form for failing to further limit the subject matter of a previous claim. Applicant is 
required to cancel the claim(s), or amend the claim(s) to place the claim(s) in proper 
dependent form, or rewrite the claim(s) in independent form. The limitations of claim 30 
are included in claim 29, last paragraph. Appropriate correction is required. 

Claim Rejections - 35 USC § 103 

2. The following is a quotation of 35 U.S.C. 1 03(a) which forms the basis for all 
obviousness rejections set forth in this Office action: 

(a) A patent may not be obtained though the invention is not identically disclosed or described as set 
forth in section 102 of this title, if the differences between the subject matter sought to be patented and 
the prior art are such that the subject matter as a whole would have been obvious at the time the 
invention was made to a person having ordinary skill in the art to which said subject matter pertains. 
Patentability shall not be negatived by the manner in which the invention was made. 

Claims 1-3, 7-14, 28-35 are rejected under 35 U.S.C. 103(a) as being 

unpatentable over Williams et al. (US 5,956,248) in view of Lonn et al. ( US 

6,230,089). 

Regarding claims 1, 8 and 32, Williams discloses, 
An irrigation controller for controlling the operation of an irrigation system having valves 
and sensors, said controller comprising: a controller housing having a front cover door 
and a rear cabinet portion; a base unit mounted within said housing and including a 
control panel removably mounted to the rear cabinet portion and a back plane circuit 
board permanently mounted to the rear cabinet portion and releasably connected with 
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said control panel, said back plane circuit board including a plurality of discrete electrical 
output connector sets communicating with said first microcontroller, said removable 
control panel including a first microcontroller for sending control signals to said back 
plane circuit and capable of receiving and storing irrigation system programs input into 
said first microcontroller (Col. 3, lines 28-37); a base module removably mounted within 
said rear cabinet portion and electrically coupled with said back plane circuit board 
through one of said plurality of output discrete electrical output connector sets, said 
base module including drivers and output switches for actuating irrigation valves in 
accordance with control signals received from said first microcontroller (Col. 3, line 65 - 
Col. 4, line 4, i.e., panel 18, terminal blocks 20a, 20b and 20c; Col. 4 lines 25-65; please 
note that base module reads on panel 18 that includes block terminals used for 
powering and controlling the valves); and an expansion module removably mounted 
within said rear cabinet portion and electrically coupled with said back plane circuit 
board through another of said plurality of discrete electrical output connector sets (Col. 
4, line 66- Col. 5, line 9). 

As for claims 7, 9-10, 12, Williams discloses, 

7. An irrigation controller as set forth in claim 2 wherein each of said plurality of 
expansion modules has a pin-out electrical connection pattern with said back plane 
circuit board comprising: 1 --EARTH GROUND; 2-AC COM; 3--AC HOT; and 4-COMM 
"X" where "X" is the particular one of said plurality of back plane circuit board connector 
pin sets to which the particular expansion module is coupled (Fig. 8; Col. 4, lines 25-68). 
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9. An irrigation controller as set forth in claim 8 wherein said back plane circuit board 
includes a plurality of discrete output connector sets for transmitting signals from said 
first microcontroller, said base module being removably connected to a first one of said 
plurality of back plane circuit board output connector sets, and having drivers and output 
switches for actuating irrigation valves in accordance with control signals received from 
said first microcontroller (Fig. 8.; Col. 4, lines 25-68). 

10. An irrigation controller as set forth in claim 9 wherein each of said expansion 
modules is removably connected with another of said plurality of discrete output 
connector sets other than said first one, and has a pin-out electrical connection pattern 
with said back plane circuit board comprising: 1 -EARTH GROUND; 2--AC COM; 3--AC 
HOT; and 4--COMM "X" where "X" is the particular one of the plurality of output 
connector sets to which the particular expansion module is coupled (Fig. 8; Col. 4, lines 
25-68). 

12. An irrigation controller as set forth in claim 1 1 wherein said back plane circuit board 
includes a plurality of discrete output connector sets for transmitting signals from said 
first microcontroller, said base module being removably connected to a first one of said 
plurality of back plane circuit board output connector sets, and having drivers and output 
switches for actuating irrigation valves in accordance with control signals received from 
said first microcontroller (Fig. 8; Col. 4, lines 25-68). 
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As for claim 13-14, the same citations applied to claim 7 above apply as well for these 
claims with the exception of claim 14 regarding "smart" module. 

As fro claims 29 and 31 , the same citations applied to claims 13-14 above apply as well 
for these claims. 

As for claims 33-35, Williams discloses, 

33. The improvement as defined in claim 32 wherein said expansion module assembly 
includes a generally rectangular shaped body having front and rear ends separated by 
top and bottom surfaces, said front end portion carrying a set of exposed electrical 
connectors, and said rear end portion having output connection terminals thereon for 
connection to external irrigation system valves, sensors and the like, and releasable 
means carried by said body for coupling and retaining said module in an operative 
position within said protective housing with said electrical connectors on said front end 
portion electrically coupled to said base microcontroller (Figs. 1 , 5, 8). 

34. The improvement as set forth in claim 33 wherein said base microcontroller is 
coupled to a back plane circuit board mounted in said protective housing, said back 
plane circuit board having a plurality of discrete output connector sets for transmitting 
signals from said first microcontroller to said set of exposed electrical connectors of said 
expansion module when said module is in said operative position (Fig. 8). 
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35. The improvement as set forth in claim 34 wherein said means for coupling and 
retaining said expansion module in said operative position comprises a lever pivotally 
mounted to the top surface of said body, said lever having a locking tab that can be 
moved by pivoting said lever into and out of abutting engagement with a shoulder 
formed on a portion of said housing (Col. 4, lines 12-24). 

Williams discloses drivers and output switches coupled with a microcontroller for 
actuating irrigation system valves (Fig. 8; Abstract). However, Williams fails to disclose 
some limitations of claims 1-2, 8, 32 and limitations of claims 3 and 11. But Lonn 
discloses such limitations as follows: 

As for claims 1-2, 8 and 32, 

said expansion module including a second microcontroller capable of communicating 
with said first microcontroller, said first and second microcontrollers operating together 
in order to carry out irrigation system operations not capable of being performed by said 
first microcontroller alone (Col. 3, lines 10-27; Col. 15, lines 37-40. Lonn discloses that 
his system can be used for irrigation controllers. Please note that claim 32 is a jepson 
type claim wherein "the improvement" is taught by Lonn). 

2. the controller includes a plurality of said expansion modules removably mounted 
within said rear cabinet portion, each of said modules including said second 
microcontroller for operating with said first microcontroller (Fig. 2, elements 100 and 
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150; Col. 3, lines 1-28). 

As for claims 3, 11, 14 and 30, 

An irrigation controller as set forth in claim 1 including a smart module removably 
mounted within said rear housing portion and electrically coupled with said back plane 
circuit board through a third one of said plurality of output discrete electrical output 
connector sets, said smart module having a third microcontroller capable of 
communicating with said first microcontroller and operating together with said first 
microcontroller to control the operation of a variety of irrigation functions contained in 
the first microcontroller program that can not be performed by said base module and 
said expansion module (Col. 8, lines 59-62, i.e., other smart devices). 

Regarding claim 28, the same citations applied to claims 1 and 3 above apply as 
well for this claim. 

Therefore, it would have been obvious to a person of the ordinary skill in the art 
at the time the invention was made to combine the irrigation controller with removable 
station modules of Williams with the controller method and apparatus of Lonn because 
it would provide a flexible control system wherein the primary and secondary controllers 
(or expansion modules) share information to operate more efficiently, the primary 
controller does not necessarily dictate, control, or otherwise supervise the operation of 
the secondary controllers (Lonn, Col. 3, lines 23-27). 
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3. Claims 4-6 and 1 5-27 are rejected under 35 U.S.C. 1 03(a) as being unpatentable 
over Williams et al. (US 5,956,248) and Lonn et al. ( US 6,230,089) and further in view 
of Madden et al. (US 5,602,728). 

Williams and Lonn disclose the limitations of claims 1 and 8 above. Williams 
and Lonn further disclose: 

As for claims 16 and 21 , the same citations applied to claim 1 above apply as well for 
these claims. 
As for claim 17, 

17. An expandable modular irrigation controller as set forth in claim 16 wherein said 
back plane circuit board includes a plurality of module receiving bays each having a 
discrete output connector set for communicating between said first microcontroller and a 
module connected thereto; said base module being removably connected to a first one 
of said plurality of module receiving bays; and each of said plurality of expansion 
modules being connectable with each of the plurality of module receiving bays other 
than said first one (Fig. 8, elements 20c ,22a, 22b). 

As for claims 18-20, 25-27, the same citations applied to claims 7, 3, 14, apply as well 
for these claims. 

As for claim 24, the same citations applied to claim 1 above apply as well for this claim. 
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However, Williams and Lonn fail to disclose some limitations of claims 16 and 21 and 
limitations of claims 4-6, 22-23. But Madden et al. disclose such limitations as follows: 

Regarding claims 4, 15-16 and 21 Madden, disclose 

An irrigation controller as set forth in claim 1 wherein said control panel includes 
operational controls and indicators for permitting a user to input irrigation program 
information into said first microcontroller; and a battery coupled with said first 
microcontroller to provide electrical power to said first microcontroller when said control 
panel is removed from said housing, whereby said control panel can be completely 
removed from said housing and taken to a remote location for inputting and storing 
irrigation program information into said microcontroller through said operational controls 
(Fig. 7, element 37). 

As for claims 5-6, 22-23, Madden, disclose 

An irrigation controller as set forth in claim 4 wherein said control panel includes a 
recess for removably receiving said battery, said battery being retained in said recess 
by a cantilever-type spring mounted to the control panel and releasably biasing against 
said battery (Fig. 7; Col. 7, lines 25-40). 

An irrigation controller as set forth in claim 5 wherein said front cover door is pivotally 
connected to said rear cabinet portion such that when said door is closed, said door 
encloses said cabinet portion but can be opened to gain access to the cabinet interior, 
said door including a light pipe through which a visual identification of the controller 
status can be observed when said door is in the closed position (Figs. 1-4). 
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Therefore, it would have been obvious to a person of the ordinary skill in the art 
at the time the invention was made to combine the irrigation controller with removable 
station modules of Williams and Lonn because it would provide an improved control 
system that includes a battery powered control module for hand holding, and 
conveniently positionable in and removable from a system cabinet (Madden, Abstract) 



Conclusion 

4. The prior art made of record and not relied upon is considered pertinent to 
applicant's disclosure. 

Any inquiry concerning communication or earlier communication from the 
examiner should be directed to Zoila Cabrera, whose telephone number is (571) 272- 
3738. The examiner can normally be reached on M-F from 8:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. EST 
(every other Friday). 

If attempts to reach the examiner by phone fail, the examiner's supervisor, Leo 
Picard, can be reached on (571) 272-3749. Additionally, the fax phones for Art Unit 
2125 are (571 ) 273-8300. Any inquiry of a general nature or relating to the status of this 
application should be directed to the group receptionist at (703) 305-9600. 




Zoila Cabrera 
Patent Examiner 
2/16/06 



